Discussion
To plan for the care of future AIDS patients we need to estimate the number of individuals who are HIVpositive. At present at-risk groups, such as homosexual men and intravenous drug abusers will make up the majority of HIV-positive individuals (3). In the future, spread in the heterosexual non-drug-abusing population is likely to increase. A government The major initial dilemma was which ethics committees should be contacted to request approval for a national study. One approach would have been to send the protocol directly to each health board Chief Administrative Medical Officer (CAMO). After much discussion we felt this would not be the most expedient way and would place an additional burden on the CAMOs. Consultant paediatricians have a responsibility for dealing with Guthrie card results for phenylketonuria, galactosaemia and hypothyroidism and it was felt that an approach to local ethics committees through the local paediatrician, after discussion with his obstetric and health-visiting colleagues, would be the most appropriate method. Although there were some complaints about this approach, we were able to obtain approval from Glasgow, Lothian, Highland, Fife, Perth and Kinross (part of Tayside) and Borders without too much opposition. These boards cover half the population of Scotland (see figure) . The other ethics committees were informed of those who had already agreed and after considerable further discussion and deliberation slowly, one by one, they gave their approval.
A problem arose with this method of contacting all relevant ethics committees in that the Hebridean Island health boards do not have separate paediatricians and were not contacted until February 1990, which obviously delayed approval. Due to a misunderstanding with an Argyll and Clyde health board administrator, the existence of a separate ethics committee for Argyll was not known to us. Only by asking the secretary to another ethics committee in the area was I (Tappin) able to find out about Argyll. Once identified, the committee was helpful and expeditious.
The jurisdiction of a single ethics committee is not well defined, but in a single city the unwritten arrangement is that ifa well respected ethics committee passes a protocol then other committees in the city will accept its judgement and further formal application is not needed. In Glasgow the jurisdiction of the initial ethics committee approval was challenged. The project was presented to a further ethics committee covering the southern half of the city and passed without problems. Dealing with small health board areas was in general simpler. Ethics committees run in close liaison with health boards and contact is straightforward.
Lanarkshire had no ethics committee and this meant a six-month wait until a committee was appointed.
Ethics committees raised a number of important questions. Government information on anonymous HIV testing (4) The only refusal was from the Island of Orkney. After two approaches its committee felt that the women whose babies were tested HIV-positive should be informed. We could not comply with this request, as our study was specifically designed to avoid identification of affected individuals.
Significant underestimates of seroprevalence occur in attributable studies where informed consent of the tested individuals is required, even if only a few of the population opt out (6) . Ethics committee approval allows us to test 99.6 per cent of Scottish babies, which reflects the seroprevalence in childbearing women in Scotland. The island of Orkney has only 250 births per annum, which is the remaining 0.4 per cent, and is unlikely to affect the validity of our results.
An anonymous unlinked HIV-serosurveillance study is being set up in London using maternal blood samples obtained for rubella-antibody testing. The organiser has approached 30 ethics committees and problems gaining approval have been similar to our own.
Gaining ethics committee approval for a national study is time-consuming. Our liaison with local paediatricians was on the whole successful but did meet with some disapproval from non-paediatricians. National 
